
A Soldier of Fortune

A short story by Anne Marsella

He was a man of tremendous beauty who
smelled of fresh raw lamb and sesame. His
looks were biblical, abrupt and stunning.

Had his been a much earlier era and had he been
so commanded, this man could have taken the
foreskins of the two hundred soldiers as trophy. He
had the stature and allure of a King David and dark
locks as forthcoming and as unwieldy crowned his
head. But this man was not a Jew. He was a butcher
and a Mohammedan. His name was Ramzi.

Ramzi’s butcher shop, like many in the northern quarters of Paris was
called Boucherie A-Salaam. Why a meat shop would bear the name of
Peace, for “Salaam” meant that, went largely unquestioned. Perhaps it
served as a propitiatory gift, for even in times of peace there is strife and
slaughter and perhaps then the need for offering. In any case, the name
was commonplace enough. Ramzi was doing a thriving business and
advertised his specials on Radio Orient; six chickens for one hundred
francs, an entire mutton for three hundred. Many people found this to be
quite a bargain and came to him. All his meats were halal which meant the
animals were swiftly knifed according to tradition, at the throat, disgorging
the blood at once. He sold no pink flesh or pork. Few decorative measures
were taken in his shop; he did not, as the Frenchmen of his trade, dress
carcass in the vitrine with flowers in the orifices and bows around the
ankles, he did not lay livers, rognons and small undressed brains one by
one in neat rows on pink waxy paper. The meats in his shop did not
seduce, they were set on stark white paper for the staunch of eye and nose
and for those with good appetite.
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Without a doubt Ramzi was prospering in a way which would hardly
have been possible had his parents, when he was yet a small child, not fled
Gaza for Beyrouth and shortly after, Beyrouth for Paris. For surely, had
these fugacious moves not happened, he would have grown up a
disfranchised youth and his talents and the sheer strength of his body
would have availed perhaps his performance as a revolutionary and little
else besides. His destiny was decided before he could even speak, although
it seemed to have had little bearing on the man himself. Indeed, Ramzi was
a man who, regardless of the shifts in the cards of fate, had remained
irrevocably himself. There had not been in his life of thirty years one
singular event which had altered the man or brought him to a deeper
understanding of his life’s seeds. Perhaps this was because too much of life
had been given to him, because he was a blessed man and did not know it.
Had he thought his vigor and handsomeness were extraordinary, he would
have turned his head to hear the mocking bird behind him, as those who
acknowledge their gifts and offer thanks do. But he didn’t cock his ear and
the bird flew away unheard. As it was, it hardly mattered what he did in his
life, be he butcher or soldier.

Ramzi did not run the shop by himself but with his cousin, Ali, a timid
man as hairless and pale as he was pilose and dark of skin. Ali waited on
customers and hacked at the meats. He quietly kept up with the
neighborhood happenings and gossip and was very circumspect with
female clientele; even veiled women who showed only their hands and
plain faces to him, made him keenly aware that he was handling flesh and
must be methodically attentive and land the knife squarely. If Ali seemed at
times somewhat embarrassed to work with meat, he was really in fact
mildly ill-at-ease with himself for this line of work suited his nature as it did
Ramzi’s. This is not to say that either man was blood thirsty. Not at all. It is
one thing to want to drink the blood and another to have a hand in it, a
providing hand. Theirs was a sanguine nature, like that of the human race.

While Ali tended the shop with a stained white apron wrapped twice
around his thin body, Ramzi was usually out on business at the abattoirs of
La Villette where he met with his suppliers, two Moroccan brothers by the
name of Haddad. There he would select his meats and deliver them himself
to the shop in a yellow truck he had purchased for this purpose. Few
butchers actually did this work themselves, but Ramzi got ahead this way.
He did not mind the strenuous loading and unloading of heavy meat sacks
and wore everyday that he worked a money holster. It was black leather
and resembled the paraphernalia worn by body guards to hold guns or
walkie-talkies. The straps of it were pulled tight across his chest and over
his shoulders as if to pit strength to strength, as if to taunt him with
containment so that he could contain himself more masterfully. It was
indeed the sort of vestment worn by a man as a reminder that he was a
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man. He put it on in the mornings and again in the afternoons after
changing his bloodied clothes. It was at this time that he worked with
money. He counted and multiplied it, he recorded it in his books. He bought
dollars with it from a Lebanese restaurateur and invested those in
convenient and precarious markets vaguely related to a hippodrome. He
often won out. In the afternoons he shook men’s hands and took advantage
of bargains other than his own. He also met with women; he had plenty of
them. On days when he had great appetite for one, he would step out of the
office flipping through a pocket-sized address book.

“Tell me, Ali,” he would say, turning sly green eyes on the man, “Who
shall it be today? You name the hair color. I’ll find her.”

“I’m not telling you anything,” said Ali displeased. His cousin’s blatant
concupiscence and the thought of what he did with these girls made him
uncomfortable as he was a modest man. “You should marry and stop it
with those girls. Leave them and let them marry one man as it should be.
You could have a good wife upstairs waiting for you and giving you
children. Remember Mustafa Habibi, the false prophet, cousin. He
professed to issue the seed of Mohammed and laid with five hundred
women. All were unprotected and bore children, but terrible, deformed
ones with more noses than arms! Do you remember this cousin? Do you
remember how they all came back to him and left their babies in front of
his house? And how he wailed stepping through the sea of his hideous
offspring? Cousin, we, men, have been warned of our excesses!” Ali shook
his head slowly and resumed his chopping of a leg of lamb.

“Don’t worry cousin,” said Ramzi putting his hand on the other’s
shoulder. “I will marry soon enough. You’ll see.”

“I’m not so sure although I hope you’re right,” said Ali still cutting the
lamb. “You have too much choice and don’t know how to choose. You say
no easily enough. But when will you say yes?”

“When it pleases me. I’ll say it when I like.”
“Then may it please you soon. Peace of Allah be with you.”
“Allah’s peace be with you.”
Ramzi left the shop a bit disgruntled. He recognized a certain truth in

what his cousin had said and this left him feeling uneasy, as if he had
wronged himself in a fundamental way. Yet at the same time he could not
name this wrong. Was it that he hadn’t married and produced offspring? He
did not believe it was. No the wrong was more deeply rooted in him. It had
more to do with his propensity to eliminate rather than to rightfully pick.
This idea puzzled him as he walked down the street to his truck but he
dispelled it quickly enough. He had caught the eye of several long-haired
school girls leaning against the wall of a dry-cleaner. And the other
knowledge came to him, the one which until then had gone uncontested.
He could have both of them and needn’t choose. It hadn’t occurred to
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Ramzi that he might act without a need and so create one. In this way he
was a simple and unspoiled man. He stayed with himself. 

Ramzi came back to the shop that evening at around seven o’clock
and went through the mail sitting on the desk in the office. Ali was waiting
on a customer but said to him over his shoulder, “There are two letters from
Shlomo. That’s the second time this has happened. Go take them over
there if you have a minute.” Shlomo was a butcher two doors down on the
same street, the rue de Kabylie. He was number twenty-six and they were
thirty. On the orange awning in front of Shlomo’s shop was written,
Boucherie Cacher in white letters. Although Ramzi and Shlomo owned
adjacent shops of the same trade, they were nevertheless not competitors.
Each man had his clientele and neither attempted to put his hand into the
other’s pot, for what would be the use? Those who bought kosher meats
went to Shlomo and those who ate halal meats went to Ramzi. This of
course went unquestioned and would continue to as long as identities and
their respective practices were upheld.

When Ramzi walked over to his neighbor’s shop to drop off the mail,
he did not find Shlomo but his wife behind the counter. She was talking on
the phone and nodded to him as he walked in although she didn’t curtail
the call.

“No, Shlomo’s out. He went to pick Rachel up at the airport... Didn’t I
tell you? She’s getting in from Tel Aviv. That’s right, tonight. I haven’t seen
her for two years.” Rather than simply leave the mail on the counter he
waited and looked around the shop. He checked prices and found that his
own were lower all around. He saw that Shlomo carried a wide selection of
canned kosher goods and wondered if he wasn’t planning to expand into a
grocery. He was thinking of doing the same himself only he hadn’t found
the right supplier yet. He was estimating the surface area of the store when
Shlomo’s wife, still on the phone, turned to him suddenly.

“What can I do for you?” She lifted her eyes to him, still holding the
receiver clenched between her shoulder and ear. He found her quite an
attractive woman despite the fact that she dyed her hair a brassy sort of
blonde as seemed to be the fashion among the women of the quarter.

“We got your mail again,” said Ramzi handing her the letters.
“Again? Well thanks for bringing it by. I’ll have to let the mailman

know.”
“Yes, you might do that. Have a good evening.”
“You too,” she said smiling at him for a moment, then promptly

getting back to her call.
Ramzi left Shlomo’s store, turning over ideas about expanding his

business. He was thinking of opening a grocery or a restaurant as well as a
second butcher shop in a different quarter. He felt it would soon be the time
to make the move, whatever he decided it would be. Ramzi was not one to
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give in to worry. When he took a course of action, he followed it through in
a fashion others might deem negligent. However he wasn’t at all careless,
simply he had the freedom of heart and mind to let things happen in their
time. And they did happen. His actions were paced by an oriental
timeliness which had seasoned in him. That evening after closing the shop,
Ramzi left without having dinner with Ali, to spend time with a woman. This
time he said nothing to his cousin about his plans, but got his jacket and
went out the back door. He was thinking of going to see a girl named
Naima who had a warm, generous body and rosy cheeks from the mint tea
she drank. She was also a very good cook. He had a package of lamb
shoulder under his arm to take to her. But if she were not there, he would
try someone else. This was never a problem.

A month or so later an offer came to him which, despite the fact that
he had never before given a proposition of this sort a thought, was such a
deal that he took it up nevertheless. He purchased a fashionable and much
frequented discotheque called Club Shéhérazade, for which he paid half in
cash, signed the papers transmitting ownership, and became proprietor of
a nightclub for which he never paid in full. For as it turned out, the previous
owner disappeared and never reclaimed the rest due to him. It was thought
that there had been a price on his head and that it had been paid. Ramzi
had indeed made a remarkably good deal. During the day he attended to
his meat business while at night he made his appearance at Club
Shéhérazade, where he occasionally acted as bouncer. He was the
seductive element of his own property and was granted there an exposure
which might have awoken him to this fact but did not. He added a ladies’
night and noticed simply that business was moving along well.

In the afternoons Ramzi took care of the paper work for both
businesses in the office behind the shop. It happened again that sitting on
his desk when he came in from his morning doings was mail for 26 rue de
Kabylie, Shlomo’s store. Before settling down to his book keeping, he
decided to drop the letters off right away. He had heard rumors that Shlomo
had after all expanded into a grocery and took the opportunity to see what
had been done. But what had been done, he saw when he went in, was not
much in fact. Perhaps a few more shelves of kosher goods had been added
but this was all. “Shlomo must be getting ahead some other way,” Ramzi
thought to himself, looking around the store. That one didn’t take up every
opportunity, be it an orthodox one or not, to prosper, was unthinkable to
him. Why else would someone come to a country such as France where
one was not wanted, if not because one wanted and could get more? In the
homelands it was enough to live even with little, but in France one must
improve one’s lot. It was an understood obligation.

Shlomo was waiting on a customer when Ramzi walked in. In fact
there was a line of customers. No one seemed to notice him. He looked at
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the letters and saw that one was addressed to a Rachel, the other two were
for Shlomo. He put them under his arm and held them for a moment, then
decided to leave them on the counter. As he walked up, he saw that
someone was seated on a chair behind Shlomo. It was a beautiful young
woman and she was looking at him. And while she could have captivated
him with her lovely body and skin, she was scantily clad and enough of it
was showing, she held him with her gaze and cast her glamour from there.
He had never before seen a woman with golden eyes and was sure he had
come upon a treasure, one that might adorn him, one that he might keep
in a locked box. She did not provoke in him feelings replete with pleasure,
but rather a sentiment of righteousness so foreign to a man as he, a man
who did not account for his own conceit.

Without saying a word, Ramzi leaned over a customer and set the
mail on the counter. He caught Shlomo’s eye and nodded his head but he
did not look at the girl again although he was burning to do so. As the door
to Shlomo’s shop closed a bird chirped behind him. This was a door bell of
sorts and Ramzi, who surely had heard it before though without paying it
any mind, heard it then for the first time; he turned his head to see the bird
but saw instead the steady and unrelenting gaze of a tiger’s eye. He felt a
shelling of hard stones against his heart and nearly collapsed in the chest.
But he regained himself quickly and held out against a beckoning
sweetness which he apprehended as a mirage. And he chose for the first
time, without even submitting himself to choices. He did not flounder, doubt
or weigh possibilities. In a sense it was a most passively made choice. In
fact, it was not entirely made but appeared and made itself known. It was
his recognition of it which was determined and which would demand from
him a stolid resoluteness.

Ramzi did not go to Club Shéhérazade that evening but stayed in and
had dinner with Ali in the apartment above the butcher shop. Ali cooked
the meal with great pleasure for he was delighted to share his dinner with
his cousin. So often he ate alone.

“It’s good to have you here, Cousin. You should eat with me more
often,” he said as they sat down at the table.

“I believe I will,” said Ramzi as he served himself some lamb stew.
“Every night for three months I have been out. And I can tell you, that a
man who lives outside of his house this much is a man who will one day
lose that house. Look here!” he went on, tugging at the straps of the leather
holster he wore. “See how tightly it’s fastened? Still, it can hardly contain
me,” His voice then dropped to a near whisper. “Do you see what kind of
man I am, cousin? I am a man who is blessed in things that even the
blessed are cursed in and damned when the cursed receive blessing. This
is why I have little mercy.” Ali listened to his cousin with his eyes on the
other’s plate which was piled high with food. And he thought of Ramzi who
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could never get enough to eat because his appetites were many and simple
nourishment would not appease them. Then he looked at his cousin’s face
which despite the years they had lived at each other’s sides, was difficult to
behold because of its raw beauty; the strong, willful bones of his face spoke
challenge to any man, his green eyes, cut from an almond’s mold were
luminous traps and could wound, his mouth and tongue were red and
knowing. Ali was a simple man and perceived this outstanding demeanor
as a violence.

“Ramzi,” he finally said, “I have never met a man as blessed as you.
All good things come your way without your even asking. You pray but
your prayers neither give thanks nor plead for blessings. I have often
wondered what purpose they served. But then, you are not like other men.
What have you ever been in need of? How can you know what mercy is
when it has always been bestowed upon you and you haven’t known the
other side of its coin? You might be a good man but you also might be a
cruel one. For this reason, Cousin, if suffering comes to you, I will be
relieved. I’d rather see you as a good man.”

Neither of the two said any more but ate steadily, picking up the
bones with their hands to chew at them. They ate two loaves of bread and
marinated chick peas as well. For desert they had vanilla ice-cream and
ate that silently too. Each man had retreated to his own thoughts or
prayers. Ali was a thoughtful man and his words often had this quieting
effect on Ramzi. Ramzi respected his cousin’s opinions and judgments and
could be upset by them. He brooded but did not argue a point. Eventually
he might forget everything said. While Ali cleared the table and washed the
dishes, Ramzi went over to the couch to lie down. He was tired and fell
asleep promptly although a lamp missing its shade at the end of the sofa
was flooding light on him. When Ali came out of the kitchen, he expected
to see his cousin still sitting at the table reading the newspaper but he saw
instead a dormant, illuminated godhead, a giant man on the crest of sleep
and all dreams.

Ramzi did not wake up until eleven o’clock the next morning and
when he got up and stretched his arms over his head, he felt as refreshed
as the traveling man who sleeps off his jet-lag in an unfamiliar room.
Indeed, it was as if his surroundings had changed, as if the circumference
of objects had been tampered with and altered during the night. He
recognized them but as one in a foreign country recognizes those things
similar but different. He had no recollection of the dream which had taken
him through slumber and left him there, awake in the living room. But
perhaps it was one which offered him an armoire of elegant clothes
expressly made for a three tailed pasha, or in which he was hailed on a
large ship setting out for the Arab world. Whatever it was, it gave him a
sense of being newly landed and revered. Ramzi ran his hands through his
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thick locks as he walked into the kitchen to make some coffee. His hair felt
unusually long and wild and he thought that he might get it cut that
afternoon. It was a Friday and the butcher shop below was closed. Ali had
already left for the mosque. As there wasn’t any more coffee in the
cupboard, Ramzi changed his clothes and went down to the cafe on the
corner to have a cup there. As he walked down the street, he passed by the
neighborhood hair salon, Coiffure Quick and looked at the sign on the door.
“Open till noon on Fridays” it read. He deliberated for a moment as to
whether or not he should spend what was left of his morning in a hair salon,
then, running his fingers again through his hair, decided that he ought to.
Coiffure Quick was a salon for both men and women, which Ramzi
preferred as he didn’t like being handled by a barber. He always had lady
operators massage his scalp and play with his curls and was used to this.
Ramzi went in and sat down in an empty chair. He had not sat there for long
when a girl with bright pink lipstick and a pixy cut came behind him, swept
a black smock over him and tied it behind his neck. Then she said, “come
this way please” and led him towards the back to the reclining chairs and
washing sinks. Ramzi enjoyed getting his hair washed and relaxed as the
girl held his head and gently massaged the back of his neck and behind his
ears with pineapple smelling soaps and creams. She was rinsing his hair
with a warm shower of water when he heard someone come up next to her.
Then he felt her set him down and drop the shower head in the sink behind
him. His head was picked up then by different hands, bigger and more
pointed ones. These hands had long nails and scratched at his scalp
aggressively. They pulled at his hair and not one of them supported the
nape of his neck which began to ache. Ramzi grew uncomfortable and
peeved. He lifted his head to look at this woman who was so rudely
attending to him and saw aureate eyes staring at him as steadily and as
noncommittally as a cat’s.

“You’re hurting my neck,” he told her as he made an attempt to lift his
head out of the sink. But she pushed it back down.

“Don’t move, I’m almost done,” she said with authority. And Ramzi
did not shift again in the reclining chair but endured her brusque handling
and developed a crook in he neck. When she finished she dropped a towel
on his head, put his chair into upright position and led him to her booth
where her name was written on the drawer. This was Rachel, the daughter
of the butcher, Shlomo. And it was here, in this booth, that Ramzi became
aware of the entirety of her loveliness. As she cut his hair, she pressed her
soft body against his. Several times he had her breasts in his face and
could smell them, taste them even. They were perfumed. From time to
time she pushed her hair back from her face. It was voluminous and fell
past her shoulder. It was the same luminous color as her eyes and could
beacon the darkened souls and twisted hearts of men. She was often
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followed on the streets because of it and had learned over the years to lead
a man to his own abyss so as to keep away from hers. As for her face, it
was perhaps more handsome than beautiful as there was an angular
severity to it which was slightly exaggerated rather than softened by her
hair.

Ramzi was aware of two things at once, that moving behind, to the
side and in front of him was his beloved and that she was taking cruel
liberties with comb and scissors. He had never been so yanked and
clipped. He had plucked many a chicken and was this not the same? He
grew cross at his own sense of dignity which pleaded with him to get up
and leave. “So now you let a woman have her way with you? You let her cut
you down?” it challenged him. And Ramzi, caught in this turmoil and
judgment could only muster back, “I will stay with her. Leave me here!”
Indeed, he remained in the chair and endured her until the end. When she
took the last bit of hair off, she slammed the scissors back in the drawer,
brushed off the back of his neck and undid the smock. Then she stood
back for a moment with the smock in her hands and waited, like the
toreador waits for his bull. Ramzi got up slowly, unfolding his limbs and
spine until he had stretched back into his large body. Whether Rachel
noticed that he was double her size in height and that the muscles of his
thighs, chest and arms had the same solid thickness as the cedars of
Lebanon was unclear. But she did drop the smock to the floor as he
approached and headed swiftly toward the back room. She was either
suddenly frightened or suddenly bored. Ramzi paid at the cashier and left in
Rachel’s drawer, a fifty percent tip.

Despite the time that Ramzi had spent in Rachel’s booth in front of the
mirror, he had hardly bothered to look at himself. He did not see then, that
it was as if she had set hungry goats loose in his hair and that they had fed
on his locks down to the roots. She had left his head barren and without
ornament. It was exposed and unsheathed. He left the salon with a head of
a shorn ram but thought nothing of it as of course, he knew nothing of it.
His mind was occupied with visions and the fragrances of his chosen
woman and with the mean feel of her hands on him.

That night Ramzi went to Club Shéhérazade around nine o’clock
before it opened to check on some things. Friday night was their busiest
night of the week and he always went then to welcome the full house. When
he arrived, the bartender, Brahim was already there, washing and stacking
glasses.

“A-Salamalicoum,” said Ramzi reaching over the bar to shake the
bartender’s hand. The other stood there smiling playfully at him and
saluted him instead.

“So they finally enlisted you, did they? Shaved your hair off. Which
army is it? You should have come in uniform tonight. The women love it.”
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Ramzi was taken aback by Brahim’s greeting but was quick enough on his
feet and played along with the joke.

“I would have worn it, my brother, but it’s at the dry cleaners.” Ramzi
could hear the other man laugh as he went downstairs to the cellar. He was
shaken up a bit. Brahim’s words were as good as a mirror; in them he saw
what he had become. Beads of sweat broke out on his brow as he realized
what exactly his beloved had made of him. She had cut him into a soldier.
She had rid him of accessories so that he better fit the mold, that of his
birthright, the mold of a soldier. But the question that precipitated him into
bewilderment was the inevitable one; a soldier of what? From above he was
answered with women’s piercing ululating, the kind which celebrated the
end of Ramadan or the circumcision of a coddled boy-child. A rhythmic
and torrid Egyptian music followed and Ramzi could hear the men upstairs
dancing and clapping hands. He took the stairs up three by three and with
his arms in the air and bent at the elbows, he moved past the bar and out
onto the dance floor propelled more by his pelvis than by his feet. The
other men roared and applauded, making a circle around him. Ramzi felt a
fire surge through his blood and heat his muscles. He pulled his belt out
from the loops of his pants and held it stretched out over his head using it
like it were a cane. He held it taut and rigid dropping his arms in front of
him, then raising them over his head again, and his hips kept time with the
rhythm of the music. The men standing around him, had never seen their
boss dance, had never seen him so much as clap his hands. He looked to
them, like a cornered man, bursting from his body. The circle began to
break up and by the end of the dance, Ramzi was standing alone on the
floor with a strap of his belt in each hand. During the dance, he had
snapped it in half.

By midnight, Club Shéhérazade was full and only when some left
could others be let in. Ramzi stood outside the door in front of the line of
people to supervise this. He stood a head taller than most and could look
out at all the faces before him. And while he had never before cared to
notice that they too, could look at him with discerning eyes, he had
suddenly become acutely aware of this possibility. Indeed, he felt all eyes
upon him and himself too denuded to shield. He believed he saw then,
questioning and mocking gazes, all asking him at once, “But a soldier of
what?” He called one of his employees over to take his place at the
entrance and went to the bartender to give him some instructions for
closing. Then he left out the side door. As he walked down the narrow,
dimly lit back street, he was conscious of the sound his shoes made against
the pavement, he was aware too, that if an unescorted woman were to
cross paths with him then, she would see him as a dark and threatening
man, she might fear for her integrity or life. This consciousness, newly born
in him, was crippling, as he did not yet possess it. He had not addressed it
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as his and as he walked, it awakened him to the fragile course of his
blood’s itineraries.

The next morning Ramzi woke up early to the smell of coffee. They
opened the shop at nine o’clock Saturday mornings and Ali having gotten
up first, got the coffee and breakfast ready and was sitting at the table.
Ramzi dressed quickly and went to join him.

“Good morning,” he said as he pulled himself out a chair. Ali looked
up at him and nodded. He poured his cousin some coffee and looked at
him again.

“You’re quite changed, Cousin. Who did that to you? Who shaved
your head?”

“No one shaved it. I had my hair cut at the place down below.”
“You went to Shlomo’s place?”
“What do you mean, Shlomo’s place? I went to a hair salon.”
“Well, that hair salon belongs to Shlomo. He’s had it for several years

now, I thought you knew. His brother has a chain of them in Tel Aviv. I’ve
heard he’s got plans to sell out here and join him.” Ali’s voice then dropped
to a more intimate tone and he shook his head regretfully. “Look how they
took off all your hair! I wouldn’t have gone there if I were you. Look what
they did!” Ali frowned and Ramzi drank his coffee resignedly. He had
expected this from Ali and could hardly have explained how it was not what
was done to him but the touch of those deciding hands that did it that
mattered. Where others saw a virtually bald head, Ramzi felt the fullness of
two hands cupping like a fez. He was understanding that he had been made
into a soldier of fortune and this under the auspices of his beloved. He was
ready to serve her and to lay his heart on her palms.

For the next few weeks Ramzi worked as strenuously as ever. His
pining for Rachel did not leave him an idle man but on the contrary drove
him to near ecstatic heights of toil. For he was preparing for something he
sensed required generous financial grounds. He was preparing of course for
a woman. He wore the holster tightly about his chest and filled its purses
with rolls of franc bills. Every day and several times a day, he walked past
Coiffure Quick, peering in for a glimpse of her and although two huge
photos posted in the window obstructed his view in, he conjured her
nevertheless with gemstone eyes as golden and desolate as Saharan
dunes. His intention was of course to go back to her for a second cut and
fortunately for him, his hair grew at such a rate that three weeks later it was
passably long enough to justify another.

When Ramzi went into Coiffure Quick this time, he stood by the cash
register and waited as Rachel was busy with an elderly lady client. Several
other operators offered to take care of him but he declined each time,
pointing to Rachel and nodding. Rachel turned around to look at him once,
with the same lingering and indifferent gaze. It claimed to own him but not
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to recognize him. It was with this imperious boredom that she looked upon
everything. In this way, Ramzi was not the recipient of any special
attentions, be they pleasant or otherwise. He watched her cut the old
woman’s hair and saw that she was abrupt and unkind and that she pulled
harshly at the hair. It looked to him that she was cutting crookedly as well.
All of this he noticed with an undiscriminating curiosity and when he was
eventually taken into her care and treated with equal brutality, his wonder
became trust. He did not even bat an eye when she nicked his scalp and it
bled. He was quiet and waited for her to take care of it. Ramzi was not at all
diffident with Rachel. He was confidently set on her and expecting.

“Here,” she said pressing a cotton ball on a spot where he bled. “That
should take care of it. Put your finger here.” She lifted her own finger and
he put his down in its place. Then she went to the back of the salon to wash
another client’s hair and left him to tend to his wounds. Surely had most
any other man found himself in the butcher’s predicament, he would have
scorned the woman who brought him to it. As for Ramzi, he did not allow
himself such indulgences; if he had chosen a distressing woman then so be
it. For it was the choice of her that had importance; his heart had been
since rigorously ordered and ordained. He had pledged himself to serve
and protect her. He was her sentinel and standing guard, he waited. Did he
love her? He believed he did for she was the chosen one and from the
moment she was chosen a terrible need for her took root in him.

Ramzi continued to work both day and night with the same ardor and
certainty, however he was oddly given to occasional dizzy spells. This
happened to him twice at Club Shéhérazade where he was obliged to lie
down behind the bar and beneath the feet of Brahim, and once when with
the Haddad brothers who rubbed his forehead with thyme and oil. Perhaps
he was simply overworked and needed rest. Or maybe it was misery at last
visiting his veins in a prescribed dose. Or a woman’s witchcraft, conjured
with scissors, flakes of scalp and wands of blood-tasseled hair. Ramzi
would not think about it, nor did he tell Ali of his dizziness and headaches.
As much as he could, he kept this illness buried within him where only God
could know of it.

So it went that God knew and then soon, Ali too, as it was he who
found Ramzi one evening on the sofa shaking and delirious with fever.

“Cousin what’s wrong?” he asked kneeling down next to him and
setting his hand on Ramzi’s forehead to feel his temperature. “You’re on fire
Cousin! Let’s get the taleb here for you.” He stood back up and hurried up
the stairs to the third floor where the Algerian taleb, a regular customer of
theirs, had his office. He was just leaving when Ali came up behind him out
of breath from having run up two flights of stairs. “Please come with me.
My cousin is not well at all. I have never seen anybody with such a fever.
I’m afraid he’s cooking away!” The witch doctor followed him down and
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had a look at the young butcher, touching him at the head, wrist and heart.
Then he shook his head at Ali.

“I’m afraid I can’t do anything here. It’s better to take him to the
hospital. It looks to me that his blood is spoiled. The hospital takes care of
that.”

Throughout his illness which lasted nearly fourteen days, Ramzi was
prey to a delirium that staged an ongoing eventless scene. It was of himself
guarding an elaborately decorated arched door, similar to the ones he had
seen in Beyrouth, with a scimitar in his hand. Behind this door was a
woman as lovely as the moon, a woman both dangerous and in danger. He
heard her laughing and imagined her mouth opening like a small
pomegranate split open and baring its rubies. From time to time against his
back he felt a light and heat transpierce the door and he guessed the feline
shape and intensity of her eyes looking through him and out into the world.

Ramzi left the hospital a bald man as his head had been shaved there.
He had lost some weight but was nevertheless still a formidably large man
and was rapidly regaining his strength. Ali came to pick him up with a fresh
change of clothes and the money holster. “Put these on cousin. You’ll feel
like yourself again.” Ramzi dressed and the cousins went out to the truck
parked in front.

“Let me drive,” said Ramzi holding his hand out for the keys. Ali
stopped and looked at him for a moment wondering if he were really well
enough but then tossed them to him.

“Sure cousin. Go ahead. It’s your van isn’t it?” The hospital was just a
few blocks away and soon they were driving down their street, the rue de
Kabylie. As they approached the hair salon, Ramzi slowed down and
leaned over Ali to see in. Indeed he’d been expecting this moment hungrily.
His desire for Rachel had again peaked in the consistent and scheduled
way as it had before only this time, it had imbued his anticipation with great
wells of pleasure. Ramzi did not simply drive slowly by, but stopped the car
in front of Coiffure Quick and stared at its storefront. His jaw dropped and
he furrowed his eyes as if he were reading something he didn’t quite believe
or understand. It was a sign that read, “New Ownership. Closed for
remodeling.” The place looked desolate, several of the mirrors had been
shattered, chairs were upset and torn fashion magazines littered the floor.

“What’s this?” asked Ramzi with a sense of urgency which surprised
Ali. “Have they moved somewhere else?”

“Yes, Shlomo moved his family back to the homeland.”
“What homeland?” asked Ramzi, truly aghast at this news.
“Ours.”
“But why would they go to Palestine?” he said still not understanding

fully. He was stunned and could not think straight.
“Because to them it’s Israel, I suppose.”
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“Yes, that must be it.” Ramzi drove further up the road and parked.
The sudden exodus of pleasure, the pleasure for which he had suffered to
know, left him distracted and drained. Ali offered his arm to help his cousin
from the car but the other refused. Indeed he was not enfeebled but
disoriented. By the time he got settled in the office working on the books,
he began to apprehend what had happened and despair set over him.
“Allah!” he said. “You do not allow a man despair and a man must not
tolerate it either!” And when it was time to close the shop a clearer
comprehension came to him and knifed at his heart. “Allah! I have been
betrayed! While I was guarding the front door she was let out the back!” He
re-played the scene of his delirium searching for the moment of her
departure but could not find it. Anger rose in his blood at having been so
foolishly betrayed by his own choice, by his very beloved. His anger was
the sort which moved a man to curse God and the mysterious paths of all
things divine. This kind of anger led a man to his beast.

The following morning Ramzi got up early and went to the Haddad
Brothers’ before they opened to customers. He got there as the workers
were filing in and spoke to one of them.

“Let me do your work for you today. I will pay you twice what the
Brother’s pay. But give me your knife. I’ll meet you afterwards and pay you
the amount you name.” The man thought this over quickly and handed
Ramzi his knife with a shy smile. Ramzi took it and brandished it in the air.
His day of butchery had begun.

He slaughtered according to tradition but with a voraciousness and
speed that made a great impression on the others who neatly killed one
animal in the time he swiftly killed three. And like them he recited the
benediction, “Bismillah Bismillah, Allaho-akbar,” or “In the name of God. In
the name of God. He is almighty!”, before each slash of the knife across the
animal’s throat. But something in his voice raised the blessing as a
question and the others feared he was challenging Allah. They kept away
from him and eyed him suspiciously. When it was noon and time for lunch,
Ramzi did not leave with the other men but stayed there in the stench of
slaughter in his blood-drenched clothes and smoked cigarettes. He went to
the bathroom to relieve himself and found that his sex was bloodied and his
thighs and belly as well. He made no effort to clean himself but went back
out and smoked some more until the men returned and work resumed.

When Ramzi got back to the shop, his clothes were crisp and caked
with dried blood and it was only at Ali’s adamant bidding that he bathed
and changed himself.

“No man leaves the slaughter house looking like that, Cousin! I don’t
want to know what you were doing but I refuse to stay near you until you
do an ablution.” Later that evening the cousins ate dinner together in
silence. Ramzi had spent the day bleeding his shame and was exhausted
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beyond recognition. Ali suspected he was dining with a stranger and kept
to himself. Each man said his prayers after supper and went to bed.

The next day, Ramzi did not go to pick up meat at the Haddad
Brothers’ but stayed at the shop and waited on customers while Ali did
some errands. He recognized many of them and inquired after their health
and families. These people were mainly from the neighborhood. At around
eleven o’clock a very pretty woman came in, a woman whom Ramzi
recognized immediately. It was Naima, a girlfriend he had always especially
enjoyed and who cooked splendidly. He was genuinely glad to see her.

“Naima! What brings you here?” he asked as he walked around the
counter to greet her.

“I have something to tell you Ramzi. I’ve been by several times but
you were gone. Your cousin wouldn’t tell me where you were.”

“Yes, he’s shy with the ladies. Don’t take that badly.” He caressed her
cheek and drew her nearer to him.

“Ramzi, there is something I have to say,” she said taking a half step
back. “This will be a surprise to you but I hope it will be one that pleases
you. I know it pleases me.” She dropped her eyes but kept her voice
steady. “You see Ramzi, I’m carrying your child.” Her words were followed
by a round and stirring silence. Ramzi pulled her to him and held her
against him as if to apply pressure to a sting. He could feel her swollen
stomach and breasts.

“Let us have this child and many more, Naima,” he said finally.

“Yes,” she said looking up at him. “Because Allah wants it so.” Ramzi
did not contradict her but continued to hold her in his arms. He did not say,
“Allah wants it so, yes, but if I had not?” This question he did not put to her.
For he had indeed said yes and although this was uttered in an instant,
there had been long and unusual preparation behind it. He made it known,
to himself and to all.

When the wedding was celebrated at Club Shéhérazade and twenty
roasted lambs were served, Ramzi made a strikingly handsome but bald
groom. And some months later when his child came into the world his head
was then too, as smooth and as vulnerable as this new-born. For as it went,
his scalp had grown arid and the hair did not attempt to grow back. And
this was his great fortune. When he caught a glimpse of himself in a mirror
a warm recognition flooded him. He would nod his head and say, “Because
Allah wants it so.” And so it was. These were words of thanksgiving.
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